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1. INTRODUCTION 
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•  CLIL promoted by the EU to 
foster multilingualism 

•  CLIL in French-speaking 
Belgium (8-13 h/week in 
target language, incl. FL 
class)  

1.1. CLIL in French-speaking Belgium 

→ More input of target language in CLIL than in traditional 
language learning settings 



1.2. Research project on CLIL (1)   
•  “Assessing Content and Language Integrated Learning: 

linguistic, cognitive and educational perspectives” (Hiligsmann 
et al. 2017) 

•  Research aim: Comparison foreign language learning of CLIL and 
non-CLIL learners: 
•  What are the differences, if any? 
•  For which linguistic aspects? 
•  Impact of cognitive, socio-affective and educational factors? 

 

5 



1.2. Research project on CLIL (3) 
A large-scale and longitudinal study: 
•  13 primary schools 
•  9 secondary schools 
•  928 pupils 
•  followed for two consecutive school 

years (2015-2016 and 2016-2017) 
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1.3. Research axis on the acquisition of 
intensifiers 

•  Definition:  
•  Intensifier: “a scaling device… which co-occurs with a gradable 

adjective” (Quirk et al. 1997: 445) 

•  Intensifier as amplifier – “upward scaling” (Lorenz 1999) 
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Fr. très riche  
‘very rich’ 
 
riche 
‘rich’ 

Eng. brand new 
 
 
 
new 

•  Intensifiers may be difficult to acquire by foreign language learners: 
•  Wide variety of intensifiers, but language-specific preferences (Rainer 2015) 

•  Subject to rapid change (De Clerck & Colleman 2013; Foolen 2015; Lorenz 1999)  

•  Stylistic specialisation (Hoeksema 2012; Foolen, Wottrich & Zwets 2012) 

•  Abundant intensification in youth language (Lorenz 1999, De Decker & Vandekerckhove 2013) 

•  Not often subject to explicit instruction in foreign language teaching 



1.4. A constructional approach 

•  Construction: form-meaning pair at phrase or 
word-level (cf. Hoffmann & Trousdale 2013; Booij 2010)  

•  Intensifying construction: 
     [[X]INT [Y]ADJ]ADJ/AP    ↔  ‘very Y’ 

 

•  “learning words and learning grammar are 
really all part of the same developmental 
process” (Tomasello 2003: 42) 
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[[X]INT [Y]ADJ]ADJ/AP  
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[Adv + Adj]AP  [as Adj as X]AP  [Prefix + 
Adj]Adj  

[Adj Adj]AP [N + Adj]Adj  

very ill big big as fast as 
possible 

hyper-
sensitive 

1.5. Intensifying constructions in English 

ice cold  

[Adj+est]Adj 
[most Adj]AP 

most beautiful 
ever seen 



[[X]INT [Y]ADJ]ADJ/AP  
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[Adv + Adj]AP  [Adj comme X]AP  [Prefix + 
Adj]Adj  
  

[Adj Adj]AP [N + Adj]Adj  

très malade 
‘very ill’ 

un monde fou 
fou fou 
‘a crazy crazy 
crazy world’ 

fort comme un 
Turc  
‘strong like a 
Turkish 
person’ 

hyper-
sensible 
‘hyper-
sensitive’ 

1.5. Intensifying constructions in French 

[plus Adj]AP 

meilleur de ma 
vie 
‘the best of my 
life’ 



2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
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2.1. Research questions (1) 

1. Do French-speaking pupils encounter difficulties when 
they acquire English intensifying constructions? 
 

Ø What are the language-specific preferences for intensifying 
constructions in English, in French and in the interlanguages? 

Ø Do learners have difficulties related to collocational 
specialization? 

2. Compared to non-CLIL learners, do French-speaking 
CLIL-learners of English develop a more native-like use 
of intensifiers due to more native input of English?  

 
Ø  Importance input for L2 acquisition (Ellis & Cadierno 2009; 

Goldberg 2010)  
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2.1. Research questions (2) 
3. Which developments can we observe in the learners’ 
use of intensifying constructions over the course of two 
school years?  

13 



3. METHOD 
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3.1. Data collection 
•  438 Belgian French-speaking secondary school learners of English or 

Dutch in CLIL and non-CLIL 
•  Fifth grade secondary school (15-18,9 years mean age 16,5 years old) 
•  Fall 2015, spring 2017 

•  57 American English-speaking students at the University of Florida 
•  18-22 years (average age: 19,4 years)  
•  Fall 2016 
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French English non-CLIL English CLIL 
Control 
group 

English 

T1 2015 T2 2017 T1 2015 T2 2017 
Texts 146 65 65 78 78 57 

Words  51573 17229 18064 25630 24607 18760 
Average text 
length 353,24 265,06 277,90 328,59 315,47 329,12 



3.2. Collostructional analysis 
•  “the combination of a collexeme and a collostruct will be referred to as 

a collostruction” (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 215)  

  Collexeme ↔ Collostruct 

•  Collostructional analysis applied to SLA  
•  Gries & Wulff 2005; Ellis & Ferreira-Junior 2009; Wulff & Gries 2011; Gilquin 2012; Gries 2012; 

Martinez-Garcia & Wulff 2012 

•  Covarying Collexeme Analysis 
•  Gries 2007; Stefanowitsch 2013; Stefanowitsch & Gries 2005 

•  "aims to identify pairs of words that occur with each other more or less frequently 

than expected in two slots of the same construction" (Stefanowitsch 2013: 223) 

  [[X]INT [Y]ADJ]ADJ/AP    ↔  ‘very Y’ 
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4. RESULTS 
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4.1 GENERAL QUANTITATIVE 
TENDENCIES 
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Percentage intensified adjectives 
L1 

French Non-CLIL English CLIL English L1 English 

T1 T2 T1 T2 

Percentage  
intensified 
adjectives 

429 
15,69% 

 

268 
23,20%  

237 
22,15% 

274 
18,51% 

289 
19,50% 

175 
14,33% 

Strong 
adjectives 
(without 
intensifier) 

511 
18,69% 

171 
14,81% 

97 
9,07% 

136 
9,19%  

 
195 

13,11% 
 

118 
9,66% 
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Overuse (all-round) intensifiers in L2 English (Granger 1998, Lorenz 1999; De Haan & van der 
Haagen 2012) 
 
Learners’ dense style – “an overcharge with ‘new’ elements, notably adjectives and 
their intensifiers” (Lorenz 1999: 209) 



Variety of intensifiers 
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really 
10,82% 

really 
14,35% 

really 
20,07% 

really 
21,38% 

really 
25,71% 

so 
35,82% 

so 
34,18% 

so 
27,01% 

so 
22,76% 

so 
22,29% 

pretty 1,27% pretty 3,65% pretty 6,21% 

pretty 
11,43% 

very 
46,27% 

very 
41,35% very 

33,21% very 
30,34% 

very 
10,29% 

vraiment 19,11% 

très 40,56% 

super 
10,49% 

super 
4,57% 

quite 4,38% 
superlative 2,11% 

superlative 6,21% 

just 1,12% 
very very very 

0,75% 

tellement 5,13% 
trop 5,13% 

other 
21,07% 

other 5,22% 
other 6,74% other 11,68% other 

13,10% other 
25,71% 
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Types of mistakes 
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grammar 
1,49% grammar 0,42% 

grammar 
1,09% 

semantics 
1,12% semantics 

2,11% 

semantics 
8,39% 

semantics 
1,72% 

spelling 
6,72% 

spelling 
2,11% 

spelling 
2,19% 

spelling 
2,07% 

transfer/ code switching 
1,87% 

transfer/ code switching 
0,42% 

transfer/ code switching 
0,36% 
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non-CLIL T1 non-CLIL T2 CLIL English T1 CLIL English T2 

transfer/ code switching 
spelling 
semantics 
grammar 



Examples of mistakes 
•  Spelling mistakes  

•  The boat is huge and so luxuous. (CLIL T1) 
•  I buy a verry good dessert. (non-CLIL T2) 

•  Direct lexical transfer/code switching L1 (French) and other L2 
•  The member of personel are very sympathique  and food is delicious! (non-CLIL T1) 
•  The temperature it is heel warm. (non-CLIL T2) 

 
•  Grammatical mistakes  

•  It was such nice holidays. (CLIL T1) 
•  I didn't remember that Paris was such beautiful. (non-CLIL T1) 
•  The moment the most cute I never see. (CLIL T1) 

 

•  Semantic/collocational mistakes 
•  The BBQ was too great we had some fun with my parents. (CLIL T1)  
•  The food was amazingly delicious. (CLIL T1)  
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4.2 COLLOSTRUCTIONAL 
ANALYSIS 
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Collostructions 
Control 
English CLIL English Non-CLIL English French 

T1 T2 T1 T2 
1 all	free	 quite	stupid	 biggest	 so	delicious	 biggest	 tout	bronzé	
2 crystal	clear	 brand	new	 just	insane	 totally	fine	 very	good	 vraiment	super	

3 infinitely	large	 most	influencial	 most	beau<ful	
ever	 just	beau<ful	 just	amazing	 aussi	beau	

4 simply	content	 most	exci<ng	
of	all	 completely	drunk	 so	funny	 how	wonderful	 trop	cool	

5 undoubtedly	
fantas<c	 overly	cranky	 how	amazing	 best	ever	 seriously	sick	 juste	magique	

6 as	blue	the	Pacific	
Ocean	 purely	organic	 absolutely	brilliant	 preBy	cold	 truly	spectacular	 par<culièrement	

réussi	

7 overly	fond	
	

incredibly	
comfortable	 agonisingly	slow	 so	amazing	 so	delicious	

	

plus	rus<que	
que	ça,	

n'existe_pas	

8 rather	fond	 totally	broken	 freaking	awesome	 big	big	 as	surprising	
as	it	may	sound	 rouge	de	chaleur	

9 such	huge	 totally	exhausted	 par<cularly	
nega<ve	

biggest	I	never	
see	 heel	warm	 fort	épicé	

10 truly	spectacular	 really	cool	 greatest	 really	fantas<c	 preBy	quiet	 morts	plein	
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L1 French 
•  Among 56 significant intensifying collostructions 

•  A wide variety of degree adverbs:  
•  très 'very', tout 'all', vraiment  'really', particulièrement 'particularly', énormément 

'enormously', extrêmement  'extremely', totalement  'totally', incroyablement  'incredibly', 
etc. 

•  Specific collocations:  
•  rouge de chaleur ‘lit. red of heat', morts plein 'dead drunk' 

•  Complex intensifying constructions:  
•  vraiment très compliqué 'really very complicated', vraiment trop mignon 'really too cute', 

tout simplement génial ’lit. all simply awesome', hyper mega cool 

•  Superlatives expressing intensification:  
•  le plus incroyable de ma vie 'the most incredible of my life', plus rustique que ça, n’existe 

pas 'more rustic than that does not exist' 

•  Constructions of ‘excess’ expressing intensification:   
•  trop cool 'too cool', trop marrant 'too funny', plus que magique 'more than magical' 

25 



L1 English 
• Among 36 significant intensifying collostructions: 

•  A wide variety of degree adverbs: really, pretty, very, absolutely, 
quite, completely, incredibly, super, … 

•  Superlatives expressing intensification: funniest, most amazing 

•  Specific collocations: crystal clear, infinitely large 

•  Creative language use: blue as the Pacific Ocean 

•  Advanced vocabulary: undoubtedly fantastic, how privileged, 
incredibly hectic 
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Non-CLIL English (T1) 
• Among (only) 9 significant intensifying collostructions: 

•  Few degree adverbs: so, just, pretty, totally 

•  Basic vocabulary: so funny, just beautiful 

•  Adjective repetition to express intensification: big big 

•  Grammatical misuse: the biggest I never see 

27 



Non-CLIL English (T2) 
• Among 18 significant intensifying collostructions: 

•  Variation in degree adverbs: very, so, pretty, really, quite, just 

•  Basic vocabulary (very good, really nice, very friendly) and more 
advanced items (how wonderful, truly spectacular, quite expensive) 

•  Superlatives expressing intensification: biggest, worst ever, 
youngest  

•  Creative language use: as surprising as it may sound 

•  Misuse (transfer from L1 and other L2): the most amazing never 
spent, heel warm  
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CLIL English (T1) 
•  Among 28 significant intensifying collostructions: 

•  Variation degree adverbs: so, very, really, totally, extremely, super, incredibly, 
amazingly, overly, … 

•  Repetition of the intensifier: very very tired 

•  Basic vocabulary (very big, really cool, quite stupid), but also more advanced 
items (most influencial, purely organic, totally exhausted) 

•  Superlative constructions: most exciting of all, craziest ever 

•  Informal language use: just awesome, pretty lame 

•  Specific collocations: brand new 

•  Grammatical misuse: best never 
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CLIL English (T2) 
• Among 36 significant intensifying collostructions: 

•  Variation in degree adverbs: very, really, so, pretty, quite, 
completely, absolutely, particularly, extremely, … 

•  Advanced vocabulary: agonisingly slow, extremely polluted 

•  Superlative constructions: most beautiful ever, most amazing of the 
year 

•  Creative language use: most horrible God must have shaped 

•  Informal language use: completely stunning, just insane, freaking 
awesome 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 
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Conclusion 
•  The results of our study suggest the following cline: 

•  This cline is confirmed by: 
•  more native-like use of degree adverbs (a.o. decreasing overuse of 

very)  
•  the qualititative analysis of significant intensifying collostructions 
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Non-CLIL (T1) > Non-CLIL (T2) > CLIL (T1) > CLIL (T2) > L1 ENG 



Conclusion 
•  The collostructional analysis suggests an important 

impact of (longitudinal) CLIL input on the acquisition of 
more native-like intensification: 
•  Variation in degree adverbs  
•  Advanced vocabulary items 
•  Specific collocations  
•  Creative and informal language use 
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Perspectives for future research 

• Compare with students learning Dutch in (non-)CLIL 

•  Investigate how our results correlate with other variables 
involved in the project (general proficiency and 
phraseology, background, cognitive, socio-affective and 
educational variables) 

34 



References (1) 
Booij, G. (2010). Construction morphology. Language and Linguistics Compass 4(7), 543-555. 
De Clerck, Bernard, & Timothy Colleman (2013). From noun to intensifier: massa and massa’s in 

Flemish varieties of Dutch. Language Sciences, 36, 147–160. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.
2012.04.005 

De Decker, B. & R. Vandekerckhove (2013). De integratie van Engels in Vlaamse jongerentaal 
kwantitatief en kwalitatief bekeken: das wel nice! :p. Nederlandse Taalkunde 18(1), 2-34. 

Ellis, N. & T. Cadierno (2009). Constructing a Second Language. Introduction to the Special 
Section. Annual Review of Cognitive Linguistics 7, 111-139.  

Ellis, Nick C., and Fernando Ferreira-Junior. (2009) Constructions and Their Acquisition: Islands 
and the Distinctiveness of Their Occupancy. Annual Review of Cognitive Linguistics 7, 188–221.  

Foolen, A., V. Wottrich & M. Zwets (2012). Gruwelijk interessant. Emotieve intensiveerders in het 
Nederlands. Manuscript. 

Foolen, A. (2015). Word valence and its effects. In U. M. Lüdtke (Ed.), Consciousness & Emotion 
Book Series (Vol. 10, pp. 241–256). Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. Retrieved 
from https://benjamins.com/catalog/ceb.10.12foo 

Gilquin (2012) Lexical infelicity in English causative constructions. Comparing native 
and learner collostructions. In: Leino, Jaakko von Waldenfels, Ruprecht, Analytical causatives. 
Causatives. From ‘give’ and ‘come’ to ‘let’ and ‘make’ (LINCOM Studies in Language Typology; 
24), Lincom Europa: München, 41-63. 9783862883622.  

 
 
 

35 



References (2) 
Goldberg, A. 2010 [2006]. Constructions at Work. The nature of Generalization in 

Language. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Granger, S. (1998). “Prefabricated Patterns in Advanced EFL Writing: Collocations and Lexical 

Phrases.” Phraseology: theory, analysis and applications. Clarendon Press: Oxford. 145-160. 
Gries, S. Th. 2007. Coll.analysis 3.2a. A program for R for Windows 2.x. 
Gries, S. (2012). Collostructions. In Peter Robinson (eds.), The Routledge Encyclopedia of 

second language acquisition, 92-95. London & New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 
Gries & Wulff (2005) do foreign language learners also have constructions? Evidence from 

priming sorting and corpora. Annual review of cognitive linguistics 3, 182-200. 
Haan, de P. &  van der Haagen, M.(2012).Modification of adjectives in very advanced Dutch 

EFL writing: a development study. The European Journal of Applied Linguistics and TEFL 
(1)1.129-142. 

Hiligsmann, Ph., B. Galand, L. Mettewie, F. Meunier, A. Szmalec, K. Van Goethem, L. Van 
Mensel. A. Bulon, A. De Smet, I. Hendrikx, M. Simonis (2017). Content and Language 
Integrated Learning: linguistic, cognitive and educational perspectives. Cahiers de Girsef. 

Hoeksema, J. (2012). Elative compounds in Dutch: Properties and developments. In: G. Oebel 
(red.), Intensivierungskonzepte bei Adjektiven und Adverben im Sprachenvergleich / 
Crosslinguistic comparison of intensified adjectives and adverbs. Hamburg: Kovač Verlag, 
97-142. 

Hoffmann, T. & G.Trousdale (Eds). (2013). The Oxford Handbook of Construction Grammar. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

36 



References (3) 
Lorenz, G.R. (1999). Adjective intensification. Learners versus native speakers: A corpus study of 

argumentative writing. Rodopi BV: Amsterdam. 
 Martinez-Garcia, M. T. & S. Wulff. 2012. Not wrong, yet not quite right: Spanish ESL students' use 

of gerundial and infinitival complementation. International Journal of Applied Linguistics 22.2: 
225-244. 

Quirk, R., S. Greenbaum G. Leech J. Svartvik (1997). A comprehensive grammar of the English 
Language. London: Longman. 

Rainer, F. (2015) 77. Intensification. In Peter O. Müller (Ed.), Word-Formation: An International 
Handbook of the Languages of Europe. Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter Mouton.  

Stefanowitsch, A. and Gries S.T. (2003). Collostructions: Investigating the interaction of words and 
constructions. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 8:2.pp 209-243. 

Stefanowitsch, A., & Gries, S. T. (2005). 
Covarying Collexemes. Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory, vol. 1(1) 1–43. 

Stefanowitsch, A. (2013) Collostructional Analysis. In The Oxford Handbook of Construction 
Grammar. Edited by Thomas Hoffmann and Graeme Trousdale. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Tomasello, M. (2003). Constructing a language. Boston: Harvard University Press. 
Wulff and Gries (2011) Corpus-driven methods for assessing accuracy in learner productions. In 

eds. P. Robinson Second Language task complexity: researching the cognition hypothesis of 
language learning and performance. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 

37 



Grazie! 
Thank you! 
Bedankt! 
Merci ! 

 
Contact: isa.hendrikx@uclouvain.be, 

kristel.vangoethem@uclouvain.be 
 
 

Special thanks to all our participants 
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